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This study examines the role public libraries play in creating social capital within 
communities.  Two sets of public libraries were selected based on their being 
geographically located in areas of high or low social capital.  These libraries were then 
contacted by phone to determine whether they had wireless Internet or a café on the 
premises.  Libraries which possessed these traits were totaled according to their level of 
social capital.  The data was then compared to population and circulation information for 
the areas served by each library or library system.  The results indicate that having a café 
and/or wireless Internet can significantly impact a community’s use of the library, though 
in some cases this relationship is weaker. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This study begins with the assumption that libraries create social capital.  
According to Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone, social capital refers to the collective 
value of all social networks and the inclinations that arise from these networks to do 
things for each other.  Social capital directly addresses many aspects of a community’s 
quality of life.  Quality of life can be broken down into governmental (public education, 
fire, rescue, library, police, and sanitation services), business (banking, insurance, 
restaurants, daycare), and non-profit services (alcohol/drug crisis intervention, 
adoption/foster care, family planning).  Many services and institutions are on this list, 
including libraries. 
Whether libraries are aware of their role in creating social capital or not, members 
of the surrounding community must use the library in order to benefit from its services, 
capabilities, and resources.  Since physical library use across the board has been 
decreasing due in part to better remote access and widespread availability of the same 
resources elsewhere (Carlson, 2001; Simmonds & Andaleeb, 2001), how do we 
encourage people to come to the library more?  All libraries have books.  And nowadays 
they all have computers, too.  Are there other services that make some libraries stand out 
from others by offering desirable things not offered elsewhere?  Sure, some public 
libraries circulate paintings and weed-whackers, but the user groups for these materials 
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may be limited.  What about coffee shops and wireless internet access?  These are things 
that many people enjoy, and that only selected libraries have.  These attributes might act 
as catalysts for increasing social capital through libraries.  The issue is that where most 
libraries now have computers, so do most people.  And in many cases, people want to use 
their own computers, not public terminals (this phenomenon can be likened to cell 
phones—few people now have the need for public telephones).  People enjoy having 
coffee or other drinks while they look at books (as Borders and Barnes & Noble have 
shown us), and wireless Internet access allows people to bring in their own laptops if 
they so desire, and it is easy to implement.  Perhaps these are ways to bring more people 
into libraries, and thus help sustain the role libraries play in producing social capital.  For 
a better understanding of these possibilities, a review of the literature may be helpful. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
The sociological literature on community interaction and quality of life indicates 
that personal loneliness and a lack of social interaction contribute to geographical areas 
being low in social capital (Bramston, Pretty & Chipuer, 2002; Lindstrom, 2004; Putnam, 
2000).  Much of the literature in the library field concerning social interaction indicates 
that libraries are considered to be community centers; the authors suggest that patrons use 
libraries’ physical space for more than just checking out books.  Public libraries are 
generally found in greater numbers in regions that are high in social capital, and are 
commonly assumed and expected to contribute to a higher quality of life for those who 
patronize them.  However, the current trend in public library use is leading patrons to 
spend more time accessing the library’s resources online from off-site areas rather than 
coming into the physical building and interacting with others in a community setting.  In 
other cases, potential public library patrons are finding what they need at bookstores that 
have coffee, wireless internet access, as well as a good selection of books.  Although 
there are many ideas regarding how best to bring more people into libraries, much of the 
library literature indicates that building coffee shops in libraries will prompt more people 
to enjoy the libraries’ space, which may help to increase or stabilize social capital and 
community interaction in geographic regions containing libraries.  Wireless Internet 
access, although little is written in the library literature on the subject aside from some 
how-to informational articles, is another potential way to bring in more patrons.    
 
4 
Bramston, Pretty and Chipuer measure the subjective quality of life by using 
loneliness and people’s sense of community as determinants to investigate whether 
loneliness is in fact addressed by level of community interaction.  Loneliness has been 
shown in previous research to be associated with reductions in general well-being; the 
absence of others with whom one can share thoughts and feelings can lead to increased 
feelings of loneliness.  This can be detrimental, as it can detract from one’s perceived 
quality of life in regard to emotional well-being.  The researchers hypothesized that a 
stronger sense of community, as exhibited by level of neighborhood cohesion and a sense 
of belonging, could help to offset feelings of loneliness.  The results of this study showed 
that quality of life is not necessarily impacted by level of community interaction, but 
social loneliness was significantly related to one’s community.  This means a positive 
connection to one’s community can help overcome feelings of detachment and loneliness. 
Lindstrom, on the other hand, believes that low perceived social capital, of which 
loneliness can be a part, affects one’s quality of life by decreasing one’s level of self-
reported psychological health.  Social capital is determined by measuring an individual’s 
level of community participation and the level of their trust in others.  A community high 
in social capital would show both high levels of community engagement and high levels 
of trust, whereas the opposite could be true for communities low in social capital.  The 
purpose of Lindstrom’s study was to investigate the latter environment and their levels of 
self-reported global and psychological health.  The results indicated many things, the 
most prevalent being that respondents low in social capital were also low in self-reported 
global and psychological health. 
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The fact that these two studies do not agree with each other completely is not 
disconcerting.  Bramston, Pretty and Chipuer conducted their study using a snowball 
effect sampling method in two separate towns, but their participants numbered less than 
300 combined.  Lindstrom’s study was done through the postal system, and included 
more than 13,000 participants.  It is unfortunate that Bramston, Pretty and Chipuer 
present a more vague definition of “quality of life”, as I am more convinced by 
Lindstrom’s measures of respondents’ self-reported global and psychological health 
levels.  However, both these studies contend that a greater sense of belonging within 
communities leads to a higher quality of life for all members within those communities.   
However, it is not entirely up to libraries to provide this sense of belonging.  
Many other factors and institutions contribute to a community’s quality of life, and 
according to M. Joseph Sirgy et al., community members are typically very pleased with 
their libraries, but do not feel they are terribly important entities.  In his article, Sirgy 
investigates publications such as Places Rated Almanac, Fortune’s Best Cities for 
Business, and Inc.’s Best Place in America to Own a Business and how they feed a desire 
between communities to compete for self-worth.  In some cases, communities must 
successfully market themselves to potential community members, businesses, and 
tourism.  Sirgy conducted a “quality of life” assessment in several communities in both 
the U.S. and abroad, breaking down community attributes into specific governmental 
(public education, fire, rescue, library, police, and sanitation services), business (banking, 
insurance, restaurants, daycare), and non-profit services (alcohol/drug crisis intervention, 
adoption/foster care, family planning).  The results provided evidence that communities 
feel libraries are positive community attributes, but are not as important as public 
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education, utilities and cost of real estate, economic development, and employment in 
competing with other communities.  So libraries are important to communities.  As such 
it is important for them to realize their ability to cultivate participation, be it in a civic or 
an academic community.  To better understand this matter, a review of the literature 
regarding the actual use of public and academic libraries, besides the simple checking out 
of books, is in order. 
Rosarie Coughlan investigates other ways people use their local public library 
aside from just checking out books.  She takes a highly inductive approach to this 
research called “grounded theory” wherein the data itself creates the themes in her paper.  
This means that she has no hypothesis other than the question of what people do when 
they are at the library.  Using brief, semi-structured face-to-face interviews with users, 
she discovered that a surprising number of people use the library for reasons other than 
just to check out or return books.  In fact, patrons used the library for other reasons nearly 
half the time.  Of these reasons, the most commonly cited were to read newspapers or 
magazines, use the photocopier, talk to the staff, or just to pass time.  This data suggests 
that users identify public libraries as community centers, and frequently use them as such. 
In a similar study, Patience Simmonds and Syed Saad Andaleeb surveyed 188 
students as to their use of their university’s library.  Although the library is often 
considered to be the “heart” of the university’s learning community, Simmonds and 
Andaleeb contend that library door counts are going down due to students being able to 
access the library’s resources from elsewhere. They believe that the familiarity users have 
with the library addresses how likely they are to use the library in person.  Thus, if users 
become more familiar with the library, or if the library contains constructs that the 
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students are familiar with, students are more likely to use the library’s physical space.  
The results of this survey, formulated from questionnaires personally distributed to 
students at the library, indicate just that.  Students are most likely to use the library based 
on their familiarity, followed by their judgment of the quality of the library’s resources.  
Surprisingly, the study also notes that library use is influenced by what the researchers 
refer to as “tangibles”, which are described as traits such as the condition of the facility, 
its physical appearance, and its architectural layout. 
Bernard Vavrek provides further evidence that public libraries are perceived as 
central to the lives of community members through a survey of how public libraries are 
used, and how valuable library users consider each service offered by the library.  His 
results found that 15% of library users placed the value of a single visit at over $40.  
Furthermore, although 57% of those surveyed preferred to access library resources from 
home, around 50% still felt that the services contributed greatly to their quality of life, 
and actually made their own personal lives better.  Eighty-seven percent even regarded 
the library as being a source of entertainment.  But the most interesting figure in regard to 
social capital showed that 36% felt that using the public library helped them overcome 
loneliness. 
These studies suggest that library users are not at all averse to physically coming 
into libraries, regardless of the resources they are able to access from home.  Each of the 
studies contained similarly sized samples, and were conducted in similar ways, i.e. by 
querying patrons who were physically present in the library.  While they both report on 
important points of library usage, it would have been helpful if Simmonds and Andaleeb 
had included statistics on what people were actually doing in the library, rather than just 
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reporting on why they did or did not enjoy being there physically.  Still, these studies 
indicate that people like to use libraries for things other than checking out books, and 
have no aversion to visiting the library in person, based on familiarity and quality, and 
even feel that it makes their lives better.   
But does this also mean that libraries create social capital?  Emily Stambaugh 
attempts to determine this by selecting a number of public libraries from geographical 
regions rated both highest and lowest in social capital according to the Saguaro Seminar’s 
Social Capital Benchmark Survey.  From these areas she selected public libraries at 
random and looked at data about their funding, volunteering, salaries, program 
attendance, and types of library programs available.  Surprisingly, her studies showed 
that there was no direct link between library offerings and the level of social capital 
within a community aside from some small connection based on volunteering and local 
funding.  While Stambaugh’s methods are thorough and well-done, one can’t help but 
notice that the areas highest in social capital are predominantly sparsely populated rural 
areas, and the areas lowest in social capital are the most densely populated areas in the 
country.  Thus, this study’s results may not be as important as the fact that the study has 
actually been done, as it has paved the way for future studies (including this one) 
involving libraries and social capital.  But even if this study does not support a 
relationship between social capital and libraries, it at least shows once again how libraries 
are in most cases considered to be community centers.  As this seems to be the case, it 
would be helpful to review some of the literature which addresses how libraries are 
interpreted and used as community centers. 
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Barbara Anderson investigates the role that public libraries play as community 
centers, and the expectations of those members of the community.  She proposes that, of 
all the civic buildings making up a community, the library is the one that can potentially 
be used by everyone.  She also contends that when newly flourishing communities build 
a library, they have in some sense “achieved legitimacy” (395).  In fact, the library is 
often one of the first civic institutions established in a community, although its first 
incarnation may not necessarily be highly attractive, as were Andrew Carnegie’s public 
library designs, or the Harold Washington Library of the Chicago Public Library system.  
Anderson goes on to say that the library’s greatest opportunity lies in its ability to bring 
together residents into one central location in order to provide them with information, and 
to engage them in civic activity.  Because of this, residents often identify very closely 
with their library.  This is frequently the case in smaller communities and in libraries 
which serve specific neighborhoods. 
Jean Preer also argues for the value of public libraries as community centers in 
her look at Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Community.  Preer believes that, although Putnam does not discuss libraries in his work 
on the changing face of American community, he very well could have.  Libraries, Preer 
suggests, have an important stake not only in community cultivation, but also in creating 
well-informed citizens and teaching a wider view of tolerance.  She goes on to mention 
the idea that geographical regions with high social capital also have many quality 
libraries, and cites the federal aid plan of the 1930s to show the value of public libraries 
in areas with lower social capital, primarily in the rural south.  In closing, she indicates 
that libraries are the best option for community members to come together and learn 
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about the issues they face, and calls for a reiteration of the importance of libraries in the 
future. 
These articles both describe very similar themes, and both are important in their 
message.  Preer’s article is unfortunately more of a book review than an independent 
formulation of ideas, but it is important to include it here as it directly addresses the ideas 
about community espoused by the other articles.  In the same sense, Anderson speaks less 
about ways in which libraries actually are community centers, and takes a more verbose 
approach in referring basically to what amount to the “good old days” when everyone 
knew about libraries and they were popping up all over the country.  It is important to 
understand the approach she takes in this article, as it not only brings to bear some 
important ideas on this subject, but also exposes some of the issues which younger 
librarians must face in the coming years, as they try to validate the need to have 
community centers at all. 
Scott Carlson brings to light in his article “The Deserted Library” the fact that 
fewer and fewer patrons are actually visiting the library’s physical space.  Of course the 
availability of more online sources partially accounts for this, but it would be imprudent 
to blame that exclusively as the problem.  In fact, Carlson argues, changing needs 
account for much of these drops in attendance.  The fact remains that, for example, in 
Augusta, Georgia, there are more Medical College of Georgia students squeezed into the 
small cafes at Barnes & Noble and Borders than there are at the college’s library.  It is 
online sources that allow students to do this, but online sources coupled with lack of 
change in the library’s physical space is what is preventing people from coming to the 
library.  Carlson goes on to explain that some librarians argue that coffee shops do not 
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help students learn, but they may be missing the point: colleges need to do something to 
attract students back to the library. 
As if in direct response to Carlson’s article, Deborah Masters and Jessica Arneson 
wrote a short piece on George Washington University’s “Café Gelman” and its surprising 
success in bringing into the library more than just students, but also members of the 
community.  “Café Gelman” is not an installment, but rather a once-per-semester event 
that was intended to both get students to come to the library and to experiment with the 
possibility of putting a permanent coffee shop in that location.  This event includes 
everything that would normally occur in a coffee shop, including some live music.  It has 
been successful enough to make the library consider putting in a permanent installation.  
Noreen Reese goes a step further and provides not only some of the benefits of 
opening a coffee shop in a public library, but also some of the more technical aspects of 
doing so.  She believes that coffee is part of the social grain in our culture, and coffee 
shops are traditionally associated with community and social interaction.  Retail coffee 
outlets numbered only 250 in the 1970s, yet that number had increased to nearly 10,000 
at the time of writing in 1999, indicating that their familiarity has increased greatly over 
the years, a familiarity that could be useful in bringing people back to libraries.  And 
although many libraries struggle with the idea that coffee shops go against policies which 
may be in place against having food or drink on the premises, Reese suggests that a 
coffee shop is able to provide a separate space for eating and drinking away from open 
stacks, and may in fact cut down on this activity being carried out near books. 
Finally, Gayatri Singh explores the ways in which students use academic libraries. 
She questioned students about their preferences when choosing whether to drink coffee 
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while on campus or studying.  The results of her report indicate that not only do students 
who visit the library use it primarily as a physical space rather than for its resources, but 
also that they are more likely to purchase coffee based on the convenience of the coffee 
shop’s location rather than the vendor.  Since a third of the respondents indicated that 
they drink coffee at least once per day, a coffee shop could be an ideal method for getting 
those patrons to use the library more frequently.  Bear in mind this is only a measure of 
coffee drinking, and does not include any other beverage that can be commonly 
purchased at such a place.  Taking into account other items that could be for sale would 
include a larger percentage of the student population. 
There is not a great deal of discussion in library literature regarding coffee shops 
or wireless Internet access in public libraries aside from the numerous “how-to” articles 
describing ways to go about implementing these resources.  Despite a lack of 
information, the literature supports the likelihood that coffee shops may have the ability 
to bring people back into libraries.  These offerings may be the key to counteracting what 
greater online access has done in allowing people to stay at home or sit in a café and still 
be able to access their library’s resources.  There is of course nothing wrong with 
providing this access to patrons, but in order for the library to continue to be the center of 
a community, there must be more work done to get people to come in.  
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METHODOLOGY 
For this study, public libraries from twelve regions in the United States were 
chosen to be investigated.  Six of these regions were considered to be highest in social 
capital among surveyed areas according to the Saguaro Seminar’s Social Capital 
Community Benchmark Survey, and the other six were considered the lowest.  The 
Saguaro Seminar Survey was conducted between July and November of 2000, and has 
not been updated at this time.   
The Saguaro Seminar Survey is comprised of eleven variables: social trust, 
interracial trust, conventional politics, protest politics, civic leadership, associational 
involvement, informal socializing, diversity of friendships, giving and volunteering, 
faith-based engagement, and social capital equality.  For this study, these eleven variables 
were averaged together and the resulting number assigned to each community determined 
whether they were included in the study.  The resulting averages indicated which areas 
were highest and lowest in social capital. 
Libraries in these areas were queried over the phone as to whether they or another 
branch library had a café or coffee shop (and if not, whether there was one nearby), and 
whether they or another branch library had wireless Internet access (and if not, whether it 
was available anywhere near the library).  The six communities highest in social capital 
chosen for this study were: Rural South Dakota (which included the entire state except 
for Sioux Falls); Seattle; Montana; Bismarck, North Dakota; Grand Rapids, Michigan; 
Boulder County, Colorado.  The six communities lowest in social capital were: Chicago; 
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Los Angeles County, California; Peninsula/Silicon Valley, California; Phoenix/Maricopa 
County, Arizona; San Diego County, California; Houston/Harris County, Texas.  These 
communities vary in size, but were surveyed by the Saguaro Seminar in proportion to the 
total number of residents in the area.  Thus the proportion of residents surveyed is the 
same for each area. 
 The public libraries in the chosen areas were identified using the American 
Library Directory (R.R. Bowker, 58th ed., 2005-06).  The actual library selection in each 
of these areas varied according to the size of the area, number of libraries, and whether 
there were one or more centralized library systems in the area.  The libraries chosen for 
this study were limited to public libraries, which are designated in the directory with a 
“P”.  Some “P” libraries were omitted if they specialized in certain collections (such as 
for the deaf or the blind), or were state libraries.  Other libraries designated as public 
were actually part of convents or monasteries, or were prison libraries, and so were also 
omitted from the study as it was reasonable to assume they would not be helpful to this 
study’s inquiries, and in any case were not easily accessible to members of the general 
public. 
The number of public libraries in most of the communities included were too high 
to allow for the querying of every one.  The exceptions to this were the public libraries in 
Grand Rapids, Bismarck, Boulder County, and Peninsula/Silicon Valley.  In each of these 
cases, all the libraries within the community were included in the study.  However, in the 
cases of San Diego County, Seattle, Los Angeles County, Phoenix/Maricopa County, 
Houston/Harris County, and Chicago, only the main public systems were included.  With 
the exception of Chicago, each of these areas had both a city public library system and a 
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county public library system, whose boundaries overlapped each other.  Chicago has only 
a city public library system. 
For Montana and rural South Dakota, a more intricate system of selection was 
required.  The public libraries in these two areas are very widely dispersed and there is no 
centralized system that can be held accountable for either of them.  Additionally, many of 
them are tiny, and serve populations of less than 1,000 people.  Because of this, only 
libraries with a circulation of at least 20,000 materials yearly were included.  This proved 
helpful, as it would otherwise be unlikely that libraries smaller than this would have the 
necessary means to support a coffee shop or have implemented wireless internet.   
The result of using these selection methods yielded library populations that were 
representative of each area.  A total of 589 libraries were included, as the following 
breakdown shows: 
TABLE 1—Number of libraries from each area used in this study 
Rural SD:   25 
Seattle:   73 
Montana:   23 
Bismarck, ND:     1 
Grand Rapids, MI:     8 
Boulder County, CO:     7 
Chicago:   88 
Los Angeles County: 167 
Peninsula/Silicon Valley:   39 
Phoenix/Maricopa County:   27 
San Diego County:   68 
Houston/Harris County:   72 
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These numbers (137 libraries in areas high in social capital, and 461 in areas low in social 
capital) include not only main libraries, but also all branch libraries for each system.  A 
total of 14 libraries and their branches were not included in the sample because they did 
not answer their phone when contacted.  However, this number is small in relation to the 
total size of the sample and should not have a discernible impact on the results.   
 The method of contacting these libraries was by phone.  Contact information was 
gathered using the American Library Directory, and they were called during normal 
operating hours (which varied, since they were being called from North Carolina and all 
areas were at least one time-zone away).  Each library was asked two questions: whether 
they or another branch library had a café or coffee shop (and if not, whether there was 
one nearby), and whether they or another branch library had wireless Internet access (and 
if not, whether it was available anywhere near the library).  The answers to these 
questions were recorded, and any additional information given by the librarian (such as 
other useful nearby locations or the status of their implementation of either of these 
resources) was also recorded.   
 Along with the information collected by phone, circulation levels and user 
population for each library were also collected from the American Library Directory.  
This information was used to determine circulation and number of users for libraries in 
high and low areas of social capital, and was also used in regard to whether there was a 
café or wireless Internet (or both) on the premises. 
 The information requested from these public libraries was factual, yes/no 
information, and there was no interview or exchange of opinion requested on the part of 
the researcher.  Furthermore, all secondary information (information that was volunteered 
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on the part of the queried librarian) was also public information.  Because of this, no 
review of human subjects research was required, and no consent or release forms were 
needed on the part of the queried librarians.
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FINDINGS 
The surveyed libraries were analyzed by region.  Each entry represents either a 
library or a library system.  Boxes with an ‘X’ indicate that either coffee or wireless 
Internet access is available at the library or one of the libraries within a system.  The 
numbers to the right of the ‘X’ indicate how many libraries possess the aspect in question 
out of how many possible libraries.  Most of the entries contain the attribute (1/1), 
meaning that only one library is being referred to.  In some cases, for example the Seattle 
Public Library System, the attribute will look something like (7/26), meaning seven of 
the 26 libraries in this system possess this attribute.  The number inside the brackets is the 
user population, or population served by the library.  In some cases this number is not 
included, which indicates that the data were not available.  To the right of these attributes, 
the library’s circulation levels are listed, indicating how active the community being 
served is in checking out materials.  The following tables summarize the findings.
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TABLE 2—Libraries surveyed from areas high in social capital 
Region Name Coffee? Wi-fi? Circ 
Rural SD 
Alexander Mitchell Public Library 
(Aberdeen) [35,580] 
  213,532
Rural SD 
Belle Fourche Public Library (Belle 
Fourche) [4,565] 
    63,209
Rural SD Britton Public Library (Britton) [1,393] X(1/1) X(1/1)   21,970
Rural SD 
Brookings Public Library (Brookings) 
[28,220] 
 X(1/1) 261,259
Rural SD 
Centerville Community Library 
(Centerville) 
 X(1/1)  n/a
Rural SD 
Carnegie Public Library (Dell Rapids) 
[2,980] 
  35,818
Rural SD Faith Public Library (Faith) [576]   24,059
Rural SD 
Moody County Resource Center Library 
(Flandreau) 
  21,800
Rural SD 
Potter County Free Public Library 
(Gettysburg) [3,900] 
 X(1/1) 33,000
Rural SD Huron Public Library (Huron) [12,000]   147,400
Rural SD Madison Public Library (Madison) [10,518]   69,469
Rural SD Bennett County Library (Martin) [4,000]   22,000
Rural SD 
Grant County Public Library (Milbank) 
[7,900] 
 X(1/1) 75,350
Rural SD Mitchell Public Library (Mitchell) [14,386]   144,392
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Rural SD 
Rawlins Municipal Library (Pierre) 
[14,760] 
 X(1/1) 101,107
Rural SD 
Rapid City Public Library (Rapid City) 
[90,000] 
 X(1/1) 336,000
Rural SD 
Sisseton Memorial Library (Sisseton) 
[11,161] 
  26,171
Rural SD 
Grace Balloch Memorial Library 
(Spearfish) [13,250] 
 X(1/1) 136,500
Rural SD 
Hanson-McCook County Regional Library 
(Spencer) [9,829] 
  35,792
Rural SD Sturgis Public Library (Sturgis) [24,253]   77,652
Rural SD 
Vermillion Public Library (Vermillion) 
[14,300] 
 X(1/1) 98,752
Rural SD 
Watertown Regional Library (Watertown) 
[20,237] 
 X(1/1) 227,598
Rural SD 
Tripp County Library—Grossenberg 
Memorial (Winner) [6,430] 
  50,685
Rural SD 
Yankton Community Library (Yankton) 
[21,652] 
 X(1/1) 178,344
Seattle 
King County Library System (Issaquah)  
[1 mil] 
X(3/45) X(42/45) 13 mil
Seattle 
Seattle Public Library System (Seattle) 
[572,600] 
X(1/26) X(7/26) 6.57 mil
Montana Hearst Free Library (Anaconda) [8,000]   37,650
Montana Parmly Billings Library (Billings) [123,097]   693,779
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Montana 
Bozeman Public Library (Bozeman) 
[47,805] 
 X(1/1) 492,133
Montana 
Butte-Silver Bow Public Library (Butte) 
[34,606] 
  92,875
Montana Stillwater County Library (Columbus)   n/a
Montana Glacier County Library (Cut Bank) [13,247]   35,090
Montana Dillon City Library (Dillon) [4,889]   26,741
Montana 
Chouteau County Library (Fort Benton) 
[5,900] 
  57,000
Montana Glendive Public Library (Glendive) [9,000]  X(1/1) 45,000
Montana 
Great Falls Public Library (Great Falls) 
[77,128] 
 X(1/1) 388,336
Montana Havre Hill County Library (Havre) [17,654]   88,679
Montana Lewis & Clark Library (Helena) [56,335]  X(1/3) 547,652
Montana 
Livingston-Park County Public Library 
(Livingston) 
 X(1/1) 98,000
Montana 
Missoula Public Library (Missoula) 
[95,000] 
 X(1/3) 802,216
Montana Polson City Library (Polson) [15,000]  X(1/1) 62,619
Montana 
Daniels County Free Library (Scobey) 
[2,000] 
 X(1/1) 23,286
Bismarck, 
ND 
Bismarck Public Library (Bismarck) 
[68,000] 
 X(1/1) 563,000
Grand 
Rapids, MI 
Grand Rapids Public Library (Grand 
Rapids) [197,800] 
X(1/7) X(1/7) 1.54 mil
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Boulder 
County, CO 
Boulder Public Library (Boulder) [118,533] 
 
X(1/4) X(4/4) 1.22 mil
Boulder 
County, CO 
Longmont Public Library (Longmont) 
[76,000] 
  900,000
Boulder 
County, CO 
Lyons Depot Library (Lyons) [3,500] 
 
  19,620
Boulder 
County, CO 
Nederland Community Library (Nederland)   n/a
 
 
TABLE 3-- Libraries surveyed from areas high in social capital 
Chicago 
Chicago Public Library (Chicago)  
[2.89 mil] 
 X(88/88) 7.01 mil
Los Angeles 
County 
County of Los Angeles Public Library 
(Downey) [3.59 mil] 
X(1/95)  15.02 mil
Los Angeles 
County 
Los Angeles Public Library System (Los 
Angeles) [3.69 mil] 
X(1/70) X(70/70) 14.84 mil
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Alameda County Library (Fremont) 
[517,200] 
 X(2/12) 5.07 mil
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Los Gatos Public Library (Los Gatos) 
[27,500] 
 
  350,000
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Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Menlo Park Public Library (Menlo Park) 
[30,800] 
 
 X(1/1) 577,170
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Mountain View Public Library (Mountain 
View) [72,242] 
 
  881,634
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Redwood City Public Library (Redwood 
City) [70,500] 
 
 X(1/3) 727,321
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
San Jose Public Library (San Jose) 
[925,000] 
X(1/17) X(1/17) 13.49 mil
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Santa Clara City Library (Santa Clara) 
[107,200] 
X(1/2) X(1/2) 2.18 mil
Peninsula/ 
Silicon 
Valley 
Sunnyvale Public Library (Sunnyvale) 
[131,760] 
  1.42 mil
Phoenix/ 
Maricopa 
County 
Maricopa County Library District (Phoenix) 
[638,443] 
  3.76 mil
Phoenix/ 
Maricopa 
County 
Phoenix Public Library (Phoenix) [1.39 mil]  X(3/12) 11.72 mil
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Houston/ 
Harris 
County 
Harris County Public Library (Houston) 
[1.2 mil] 
X(1/27) X(27/27) 8.75 mil
Houston/ 
Harris 
County 
Houston Public Library (Houston)  
[2.05 mil] 
 X(1/45) 5.92 mil
San Diego 
County 
San Diego County Library (San Diego) 
[907,496] 
X(2/33) X(6/33) 4.72 mil
San Diego 
County 
San Diego Public Library (San Diego)  
[1.29 mil] 
X(1/35) X(35/35) 7.24 mil
 
 
From this data, the number of libraries that have cafes and/or wireless internet access can 
be summarized.  The following tables show this information. 
 
TABLE 4—Number of libraries with cafes in areas of high and low social capital 
 
Number of libraries w/ cafes 
Percent of total libraries (in each social 
capital class) 
High Social Capital 7 5.10% 
Low Social  
Capital 
8 1.73% 
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TABLE 5—Number of libraries with wireless Internet in areas  
of high and low social capital 
 Number of libraries w/ wireless 
internet 
Percent of total libraries (in each social 
capital class) 
High Social Capital 74 54.01% 
Low Social  
Capital 
233 50.54% 
 
 
TABLE 6—Number of libraries with both a café and wireless Internet  
in areas of high and low social capital 
 
Number of libraries w/ both 
Percent of total libraries (in each social 
capital class) 
High Social Capital 4 3.64% 
Low Social  
Capital 
6 1.30% 
 
It may be important to note that although there are more libraries with cafes in the low 
social capital category, the percentage of libraries with cafes in the high social capital 
category is significantly greater.  In fact, libraries in the high social capital category seem 
to be nearly three times as likely to have a café or coffee shop on the premises.  The same 
goes for libraries with wireless Internet access, though the difference there is not quite as 
significant. 
Along with the information collected regarding coffee shops and wireless Internet 
in these libraries, the circulation information of each location was looked at to determine 
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the level of activity in each library.  Since larger libraries would obviously have much 
higher circulation than small rural libraries, the circulation level of each library was 
normalized.  This was accomplished by dividing the library’s circulation by the 
population served by the library.  This includes those community members in close 
geographic proximity to the library, and also those served by bookmobiles (if applicable).  
The resulting number shows how many items were checked out of the library per person, 
per year.  
After determining this number, the same formula was applied to libraries that had 
a café (and only a café, no other attributes).  Then the formula was run for libraries with 
wireless (same situation as previous), and finally was done for libraries with both of these 
attributes.  The findings are summarized on the following table. 
 
TABLE 7—Library circulation per capita 
 Circulation Circ w/ café Circ w/wireless Circ w/both 
High Social 
Capital 
8.65 11.6 8.7 11.25 
Low Social Capital 9.1 8.7 9.1 9.4 
 
Additionally, many libraries were able to address not having a café or wireless internet 
access by indicating other areas nearby where one could obtain these services.  In the 
case of coffee, the librarian usually gave directions to a coffee shop in the area (mostly in 
the more metropolitan areas) or sometimes to a diner or gas station (in the more rural 
areas).  These places were not always either coffee shops or gas stations, but could also 
be restaurants, pizza parlors, or bakeries (with specific menu items recommended).  For 
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wireless Internet, the librarian often knew of similar places that were free of charge 
where one could connect to an access point.  Sometimes the recommended place to go 
was actually an Internet café nearby, which might account for why the library did not feel 
it necessary to implement any of these services.   
Also, many places indicated their plans to create these services in the near future.  
Only three libraries said they had plans for building cafes, but many places talked of their 
goal to have all their branches with wireless Internet “within a few months” or even 
sooner.  Those libraries that indicated this as a goal were often large systems.   
To put this information in context, it could be useful to know that the lowest 
recorded circulation per capita was found in Chicago (low social capital), which averaged 
2.4, and the highest was found at the Faith Public Library in Faith, SD (high social 
capital) which clocked in at 41.7, a commendable amount for the town’s 576 residents.
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ANALYSIS 
The data reveals some significant relationships, but is also difficult to explain in 
some cases.  To begin with, one might assume that circulation per capital would be 
higher in areas that are high in social capital.  It can be seen here that this is not the case.  
Circulation is not dramatically higher in areas with low social capital, but it is 
nevertheless higher.  A factor that is not clearly included in the data is that the areas low 
in social capital are among the most densely populated areas in the country, whereas 
areas high in social capital are predominantly rural, and sparsely populated.  One 
explanation for why areas low in social capital have higher circulation may simply be 
because they have larger collections, and therefore a larger variety of books to choose 
from.  Another explanation could be that transportation is easier to come by in densely 
populated areas, so patrons may be more likely to go to the library to check out materials.  
Some rural areas may be less accessible to their patrons, especially those that are more 
remote and rely on a bookmobile service. 
The data also shows that in areas with high social capital, a library with a café 
seems to have much higher circulation levels.  Here, the café is doing exactly what 
librarians want it to do: bring in more patrons.  However, in areas low in social capital, 
libraries with cafes seem to experience a slight drop in circulation.  This is surprising, but 
can be explained in a couple of different ways.  The most likely explanation could be that 
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the data itself is somewhat skewed, since the circulation information is given for the 
entire library system, and in some cases only a few of the library’s dozens of branches 
have cafes!  However it could also be the case that singling out these libraries only shows 
that having cafes is marginally or not at all effective in urban areas where there are many 
cafes to begin with, and people do not feel that going to the library for coffee would be a 
particularly unique experience.   
The area where the data show the most similar results is within the wireless 
Internet category.  For both high and low social capital categories, having wireless 
Internet access seems to have little impact on circulation levels.  One could take this to 
mean that wireless Internet does not bring more patrons into the library.  On the other 
hand, it could also mean that patrons are coming in to use the wireless Internet and just 
not checking out any materials.  The latter is probably more likely, and while this is not a 
measurable effect from a remote location (i.e. not at each particular library) it is still a 
positive aspect of library use, and it serves an essential purpose.  Since the end result is 
really to get patrons to physically come into the library rather than to just check out 
materials, this can still be considered a positive endeavor.  It should be remembered too 
that libraries are more likely than not to have wireless Internet access (both high and low 
social capital areas are more than 50% likely to have wireless) so this factor could also 
account for why there is such a minimal change in library use when separating the 
libraries that have wireless from the total group.  That is, singling out the libraries with 
wireless internet access is actually selecting more than half of the total. 
The numbers indicating circulation per capita where the library has both a café 
and wireless internet are probably the most interesting, and say the most about how these 
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attributes impact library use.  For high social capital areas, when comparing the libraries 
with both of these assets to the total group, it can be seen that circulation still increases 
significantly, though not as much as for the libraries which have only a café.  Again, the 
reason for this probably lies in the number of libraries that have wireless Internet.  As for 
the areas with low social capital, this is the only category that sees circulation go up.  In 
all likelihood it could be that libraries in these areas just need that much more of a draw 
for patrons to use their materials.  Since low social capital areas are mostly urban, it could 
be that simply having a coffee shop or wireless Internet is not enough for patrons to go 
out of their way to use these things, since they are readily available elsewhere.  But when 
the library has both of these resources, it looks to be enough to give potential patrons a 
reason to make a special trip to the library.   
The best situation is probably the one where libraries have both coffee and 
wireless Internet.  Regardless of whether the library is in a high or low social capital area, 
having both of these attributes seems to be enough to increase library use.  However, only 
a small portion of the libraries in this study have both.   
31 
CRITIQUE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 
Although this study did find some relationships between the factors discussed, the 
study itself had limitations and could be improved in several ways.  This study represents 
one of only a small number of attempts to investigate social capital and its link to public 
libraries, and is the first to address this topic in the context of resources created by 
libraries in areas of high and low social capital. 
Further studies could address topics such as wealth, for example the ways in 
which an area’s wealth increases or decreases the number of cafes or wireless access 
points in public libraries.  Knowing when these resources were implemented would also 
be helpful, as library cafes often are considered economic failures after their first year, 
and only a small percentage of those cafes are able to continue.  It would also be helpful 
in a similar study to determine the availability of these resources elsewhere.  If there is an 
internet café a block away from the library, it would be a waste of time and a conflict of 
interest to implement the same service nearby. 
Also, it should be noted that this study assumes libraries create social capital.  
Whether this is true or not has been a topic of debate, albeit in a quiet voice among only a 
handful of researchers.  However, it is commonly agreed that libraries are in fact centers 
(or at least a center) of their community, and this should suffice as proof that they are 
responsible for at least some measure of social cohesion within a community.  This 
responsibility denotes the need for people to use the library’s space, and hence the reason 
to implement incentives.
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In spite of this, one could look at the data collected here and wonder whether 
libraries in urban settings are community centers at all.  The fact that library use actually 
went down in cases where libraries had cafes is surprising, and could lead us to search 
elsewhere within urban communities for the ‘real’ centers.  Conversely, the fact that use 
went up in rural settings makes us think that people are going to the library to also enjoy 
the café.  This may not even be the case, though, and one wonders how loyal patrons 
really are to the library as a community center.  If something more interesting came 
along, where would people spend their free time? 
It would also be interesting to study other areas listed on the Saguaro Seminar 
Social Capital Benchmark Survey.  The 12 areas chosen here represent the highest 6 and 
the lowest 6 on the Survey, but there are a total of 40 locations listed.  It was thought that 
using the top and bottom 6 would yield the greatest disparities, but there could be very 
useful additional information locked in the middle regions of the Survey that could help 
interpret the data collected for this experiment.  It could also help to look at other social 
capital surveys in addition to this one.  The Saguaro Seminar has been criticized for not 
having a larger sample size (only about 500 people per community), and the geographic 
dimensions and populations of each area are too varied for any effective comparison.  
Other measures, such as Joshua Galper’s An Exploration of Social Capital, Giving and 
Volunteering at the United States County Level provide more detailed breakdowns of 
social capital levels.  In Galper’s case, a countrywide result map is provided, indicating 
social capital level by county.  It may even be useful to explore the ways people use 
libraries in urban as opposed to rural areas, without even taking social capital into 
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account, and then comparing the results to try and determine how much impact social 
capital really has on library use.   
It may even make sense to conduct research that investigates the money making 
opportunities available for such ventures (coffee shops), and the possibilities for using 
those funds.  It is likely that this will lead to communities achieving more social 
interaction, and thus leading to higher social capital. While coffee shops rarely bring in 
any substantial level of income to the library, they do seem to be able to stimulate 
circulation, and that would be a key to the library getting more funding. 
One last thing that should be mentioned is how the very act of doing this research 
also could be considered a variable in the data.  When a potential patron contacts a library 
to determine whether coffee or wireless Internet are available there, librarians must bear 
in mind that the sole purpose of this phone call on the part of the patron is to judge 
whether they wish to use the library.  This is almost the same as a patron calling the 
library and asking “Hello, shall I use the library today?” to which the librarian would 
ideally answer “Yes, please do.”  While many librarians were kind, helpful, and sincere 
when asked about coffee or wireless Internet being available at the library, just as many 
librarians were also unhelpful, suspicious, accusatory, and almost always uncomfortable 
just being on the phone.  These ‘problem librarians’ were encountered randomly, and 
there was no indication of their being found in greater or lesser frequency based on any of 
the variables in this study.  But when a patron calls a library to request this information 
and is met with “Why do you want to know?” the patron is automatically going to be less 
likely to visit that library regardless of the resources available there.  As librarians, we 
must remember that we are not gatekeepers, nor are we portals to information.  Thinking 
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of ourselves this way can be viewed as arrogant by potential patrons, who almost 
unanimously believe that everything they need can be found on the Internet.  And even if 
it can’t, it can always be found at a different library.  
In conclusion, studies such as these are important because they bring us closer to 
determining the role public libraries play in a community’s level of social capital.  While 
there are undoubtedly many other factors that address this issue, libraries are one of the 
greatest contributors to a community’s quality of life.  Because of this, it is important that 
we find the most effective strategies for maintaining people’s connection with their 
libraries in order to cultivate that connection.  This cultivation ideally would lead to 
increased social capital across all communities.
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CONCLUSION 
While this study is definitely not all-encompassing, it does take an important step 
in figuring out how public libraries fit into communities.  Despite the librarians’ assertion 
that their libraries are community centers (and their references to supporting literature), 
little has been done to understand how or why.  With the information gathered here 
librarians may be able to start formulating new strategies for bringing new patrons into 
the library with new draws and attractions.  Coffee shops and wireless Internet access are 
not the only things patrons like to have available to them, and the possibilities for 
implementation are endless.  With future research, libraries may be able to attain a keen 
understanding of how their institutions fit into their communities, and the exact degree to 
which they must be fine tuned to resonate with their patrons.  This will become 
increasingly essential knowledge as librarians in the future try to justify the need to have 
physical space for community centers.
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 APPENDIX A 
 
Saguaro Seminar’s Social Capital Benchmark Survey 
 
 Average All Factors 
Social 
Trust 
Interracial 
Trust 
Conventional 
Politics 
Protest 
Politics 
Civic 
Leadership 
Associational 
Involvement 
Informal 
Socializing 
Diversity of 
Friendships 
Giving and 
Volunteering 
Faith-Based 
Engagement 
Social Capital 
Equity 
Rural SD 119 150 143 124 93 161 116 84 74 127 128 109 
Seattle, WA 115 118 111 113 138 114 127 108 148 102 85 101 
Montana 115 118 120 130 109 114 123 118 101 105 95 130 
Bismarck, ND 111 131 124 136 91 122 106 122 59 109 120 106 
Grand Rapids (city of) 107 111 108 96 102 99 116 99 100 123 119 103 
Boulder County, CO 106 108 115 98 121 112 113 104 128 90 76 104 
Kalamazoo County, MI 106 103 99 89 108 98 109 132 111 108 99 109 
Lewiston-Auburn, ME 105 104 131 135 104 92 79 133 89 86 87 114 
Detroit Metro, MI 105 90 94 104 114 96 118 121 98 102 103 113 
Minneapolis, MN 104 111 110 109 103 85 103 105 110 103 103 102 
Baton Rouge, LA 104 99 91 106 76 116 102 116 97 121 124 96 
Syracuse/Onondaga County, NY 104 99 107 95 108 104 115 111 91 101 101 108 
Yakima, WA 103 98 95 107 110 112 108 116 108 104 102 75 
Fremont/Newaygo County, MI 103 97 92 92 106 96 107 113 111 102 100 114 
Greensboro/Guilford County, NC 103 96 95 101 86 109 111 87 101 125 118 99 
Denver (city/county), CO 102 99 109 101 120 105 101 98 125 102 88 74 
York, PA 101 119 113 74 89 99 91 105 97 107 103 117 
Cincinnati Metro, OH 101 102 95 81 91 107 112 104 92 108 105 116 
Birmingham Metro, AL 101 103 89 90 89 112 118 93 86 100 124 102 
Delaware 100 99 105 105 87 104 108 98 101 105 97 95 
Indiana 100 98 102 90 94 95 100 119 98 97 105 102 
St. Paul Metro, MN 99 120 106 112 88 93 80 92 90 112 107 94 
New Hampshire 99 102 122 90 104 91 90 98 101 80 74 138 
Kanawha Valley, WV 99 85 94 118 109 107 89 96 86 92 102 109 
Charlotte region, NC 98 93 78 91 87 97 114 78 102 125 121 97 
Rochester Metro, NY 98 110 110 89 94 97 82 103 103 95 95 99 
Atlanta Metro, GA 96 83 91 88 85 89 104 77 108 116 108 112 
San Francisco, CA 96 95 84 114 140 84 91 102 102 79 70 100 
Cleveland/Cuyahoga County, OH 96 96 91 94 105 108 107 94 81 77 99 107 
Winston-Salem/Forsyth County, 
NC 95 98 85 99 80 89 98 77 96 123 118 87 
Central Oregon 95 90 98 95 108 104 107 89 102 76 74 104 
North Minneapolis, MN 95 75 94 103 111 104 99 87 111 95 83 79 
East Tennessee 93 81 81 91 94 86 89 94 87 107 115 99 
Boston, MA 93 81 99 118 116 83 78 77 121 71 81 97 
Chicago Metro, IL 91 81 86 89 100 92 93 95 90 85 99 94 
Los Angeles County, CA 91 81 83 86 97 96 97 88 105 103 99 64 
Peninsula/Silicon Valley, CA 91 110 105 99 96 74 62 89 106 79 83 95 
Phoenix/Maricopa County, AZ 91 88 77 91 87 90 88 112 106 92 94 73 
San Diego County, CA 86 93 81 77 92 84 83 89 93 80 88 89 
Houston/Harris County, TX 82 85 85 81 67 78 68 78 88 87 106 77 
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